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HIGHER EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS NEED STRATEGIES FOR

THE DIGITAL AGE

Dr. Jörg DRÄGER, Julius-David FRIEDRICH, Lisa MORDHORST, Ulrich
MÜLLER, Ronny RÖWERT

CHE Centre for Higher Education (Centrum für Hochschulentwicklung)

ABSTRACT

Digitalization is changing our higher education institutions – a transition that needs to be
shaped. Higher education teaching and learning would particularly benefit from compre-
hensive use of digitalization. Nevertheless, most German higher education institutions are
far from adopting a strategic approach. It is now time for higher education leaders to as-
sume responsibility for developing strategies for the digital age. To this end, we analyze two
approaches. Digitalization can contribute to modernization, for example, by helping an insti-
tution to overcome existing challenges such as an increasingly heterogeneous student body.
Going further, higher education institutions could also use digitalization to enhance their
profiles and link it closely to a specific institutional identity. Using national and international
case studies, we depict various options for enhancing one’s profile, some of which are only
made possible through digitalization.

STRATEGIES OF HIGHER EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS AND
DIGITALIZATION

DIGITALIZATION IS SHAPING SOCIETY AND HIGHER EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS

The CD collection? It has long since been replaced by music streaming services.
Online shopping and online banking have likewise become routine for many peo-
ple. Car-sharing services enable finding and booking nearby rental cars via mobile
apps, and they can now be found in almost every large city. New opportunities are
also being opened up within the field of medicine: in the past, doctors could only
rely on their own knowledge and the corresponding scientific literature for diagnoses
and decisions about treatment. Nowadays, thanks to artificial intelligence technology
such as “Dr. Watson,” it is possible to evaluate a wide range of research-based data
to find the evidence-based information relevant for treatment. Digitalization involves
changes in almost all aspects of society.

The formative effects of digitalization also become evident in higher education
institutions. Digitalization is affecting higher education institutions as a whole, result-
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ing in consequences for the three academic missions (teaching, research and “third
mission”1) as well as for administration.� Teaching can benefit considerably from digitalization: With digital technologies,

learning paths and learning pace can be tailored to the individual needs and abilities
of each student. Re-using content (e.g., in the form of videos) allows teachers to
intensify the individual mentoring of students and to discuss the contents of the
previously shared learning videos in lectures or seminars. The technology does
not replace teachers; instead, it changes their role from conveyer of knowledge to
mentor for learning.
Additionally, online teamwork opens up new didactic possibilities. Online learn-
ing communities can collaborate independent of location and without additional
teachers. Online teamwork makes it possible to facilitate learning in intercultural
or transcultural groups, for example, for people who are not able to participate in
an exchange program (“virtual mobility”). Furthermore, creative experimentation
in multi-media laboratories allows for re-creation of real situations that would, for
example, otherwise be very expensive to set up or even dangerous.� In the field of academic research, new opportunities arise not only in research it-
self but also in the exchange between academics. Employing “big data” can funda-
mentally alter the approaches to research. In the past, research data was collected
for a particular question and evaluated with the goal of answering that question.
Using large data sets for research allows for a diametrical approach. Now, pos-
ing the question can in some cases follow a discovery. Data sets can be evaluated
in their entirety, rather than just as statistical samples. Researchers can discover
patterns that, due to their rough granularity, had previously remained undetected.
Connections are being uncovered, and even without particular research questions
correlations become visible.
Furthermore, digitalization enables new forms of exchange. Digital communica-
tion technologies simplify networking among researchers around the world. Virtual
research groups can work together using cloud services and video conferencing for
quick exchanges, thus avoiding time-consuming business trips.� In terms of the third mission, digital media can facilitate easy exchanges with ex-
ternal actors, for example, for the purpose of effective public dissemination of
research results. Open educational resources and open access research databases
can be used for wide-ranging public access to academic education and academic
knowledge. Furthermore, higher education institutions help shape the change of
society by digitalization as a part of their portfolio.

1 “Third mission” entails those activities (including research findings and their consequences) of
higher education institutions that have direct effects on society and the economy, as well as cur-
rents from society and the economy that, in turn, shape higher education institutions. Third mission
is thus characterized by interaction and can also be described as “transfer of ideas, knowledge and
technology” (Innovative Hochschule 2016). It requires recourse to research and/or teaching but goes
beyond them. Ideally, third mission contributes to the development of society (E3M-Project 2012;
Roessler, Duong & Hachmeister 2015; Henke, Pasternack & Schmid 2016).
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pus management systems, apps and databases simplifies administrative and service
processes. Enrolment and renewal of matriculation can be done by students them-
selves via the campus management system; certified transcripts can be ordered
independently. Using a mobile app, students can check the menu of the cafeteria
or organize their library accounts. Digital systems for administering alumni rela-
tions and separate online platforms for alumni exchanges are increasingly in use.
These software solutions simplify the administrative side of student support.

HIGHER EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS SHOULD USE DIGITALIZATION

STRATEGICALLY

Higher education institutions operate in a segment of society that is being lastingly
shaped and changed by digitalization. They, themselves, are part of this change. How-
ever, these processes of change are not taking place strategically in many German
higher education institutions, especially in the area of teaching. Higher education
institutions could proactively make use of digitalization in exactly this core activity.

Digital learning formats are only selectively becoming part of teaching in German
institutions of higher education. This was shown in the Centre for Higher Education
(CHE) study “Students’ Perspectives on Learning with Digital Media” (“Lernen mit
digitalen Medien aus Studierendenperspektive,” Persike & Friedrich 2016), which
was prepared in the framework of the Higher Education Forum on Digitalization.
Only one out of five students use the complete spectrum of digital media, such as
learning games and social communications tools, for educational purposes. If digital
media were an obligatory part of the learning process, it is more likely that they would
actually be used (ibid.).

Currently, positive examples of the use of digital media in teaching scenarios can
mostly be traced back to the engagement of individual instructors. Digitalization is
seldom a part of a comprehensive and institutionalized strategy for higher education;
it rarely truly shapes the everyday life of students. In this sense, digitalization of
teaching continues to have a limited effect on German higher education institutions,
and much potential remains unused. With the engagement of individual professors,
partial enrichment of teaching by use of digital media is possible, but nothing more.

MANAGEMENT OF HIGHER EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS MUST STRATEGICALLY

EMBED DIGITALIZATION

If digitalization is to be used for the development of higher education institutions, an
overarching strategy is needed. If instructors adopt methods for using digital media
individually and without centralized support, direction and coordination, the process
of digitalizing higher education will become a laborious and disconnected endeavor.
For that reason, a new approach is necessary. Higher education leadership must proac-
tively shape the change process brought about by digitalization and ensure strategic
orientation for the entire institution.
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In terms of the origination and implementation of a higher education strategy for
the digital age, it is not only a matter of building an appropriate digital infrastructure
(e.g., institutional networks with sufficient server capacities and comprehensive ac-
cess to Wi-Fi2), but also a matter of shaping the profiles of the three missions (teach-
ing, research and third mission), of adapting the organizational structure and culture –
including comprehensive professional education for staff, and of “carving” strategic
decisions “in stone” (for example, if the teaching method of “inverted classrooms”3

becomes a common practice, large lecture halls will become less important.)
Of course, higher education institutions depend on engaged professors – but de-

centralized activities that are part of a bigger picture that interlinks activities and
defines both common goals and an agreed-upon approach, have a very different ef-
fect compared with the detached initiatives of some individuals. Higher education
leaders need to put digitalization in the service of the overall institutional strategy as
best as possible – that is, to think about how the individual parts fit together and how
to set up a suitable framework to bring about an overall institutional structure. Such a
process, like every change management process, can only succeed if all actors, higher
education leaders, students, and staff alike work together constructively and with full
participation.

Higher education leaders face the challenge of tying loosen threads apart to de-
velop and implement a suitable overall approach. In short, a strategy for the digital
age is needed, not just a digital strategy. A strategy of this sort must also meet the
minimal standards at the process level, for instance, a systematic SWOT analysis
as the foundation and objective grounding for such considerations is indispensable.
The formation of the strategy and the definition of goals should also not be imposed
top-down, as a lack of acceptance would certainly follow. Instead, a feedback pro-
cess should be implemented, so that not only the expertise of the responsible vice
president is noticed and taken into account, but also the know-how of experienced
pioneers in the field of teaching, as well as the reticence of skeptics.

Implementation of the defined objectives also requires coordination of structures,
processes and activities. A systematic implementation of the strategy must be built
upon operational management, including incentive structures, for instance. Only by
doing so will it be possible to bundle existing and planned individual measures and
align them with the overall strategy that supports the institution’s mission.

Fundamentally, higher education institutions can pursue two different paths in
their strategic approach to digitalization. On the one hand, digitalization can be used
for modernization. In this case, existing challenges will be addressed by adopting dig-
ital solution strategies. On the other hand, higher education institutions can deploy
digitalization to shape their institutional profile – in this case, institutional identity
will be directly linked to digital formats. In both cases the activities required for digi-
talization should be aligned with the institution’s goals, even though the first approach

2 For additional information on digital infrastructure see Thuy (2016).
3 In this form of inverted learning, the transmission of information takes place outside of the lecture,

for example, via videos that are made available for the students. Deepening that knowledge and
exchanges about the material take place when students and teachers are physically present.
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(modernization) is limited to systematic coordination and organization of digitaliza-
tion’s potential for solving problems. In the second case (shaping one’s mission and
profile), however, there is a close and prominent link between the institution’s iden-
tity and digitalization. Digitalization contributes significantly to the implementation
of the institution’s mission; in part, it would not even be attainable without digitaliza-
tion.

ADDRESSING CHALLENGES: MODERNIZATION VIA DIGITALIZATION

The leadership level at many higher education institutions still sees digitalization it-
self as a challenge to be overcome. The opposite is the case. If properly integrated, the
possibilities of digitalization can be used to master challenges that higher education
institutions are confronted with anyway.

In concrete terms: A key challenge for higher education institutions is a stu-
dent body that is continually increasing in size and is becoming ever more hetero-
geneous. In Germany, more than half of the cohort of a given birth year will enroll
in higher education – it is becoming the normality (Dräger & Ziegele 2014). Peo-
ple who enroll are not only the traditional 19-year-old secondary school graduates
but also persons with master craftsman certificates, single fathers, or female man-
agers. A variety of educational biographies has replaced the “traditional” student.
Higher education institutions have to adapt to this new diversity and adjust the sys-
tem so that students who, for example, must cope with multiple burdens or who are
first-generation students will be able to complete the course of study successfully.
Among other measures, this requires low-threshold introductory classes and orien-
tation courses, preventative measures aimed at reducing the drop-out rate, and early
and effective vocational guidance. Digitalization opens up new opportunities in this
area. There is considerable potential in personalizing courses of study, which can
be simplified by digitalization. Personalized digital education options can be offered
according to prior knowledge and personal needs, which either enables students to
autonomously tailor an individual curriculum or allows institutions to provide guid-
ance for students by creating pre-structured programs and learning units. The latter
is particularly helpful for students who find it difficult to assess their own abilities
or the requirements and the variety of offerings at higher education institutions. The
problem of dropping out can partially be addressed if, instead of a single large exam-
ination at the end of the semester, digital means are used for continuous monitoring
of learning progresses and direct feedback, consequently identifying knowledge gaps
during the learning process and allowing for effective countermeasures in the course
of the semester. Personalized learning or continuous assessments are unquestionably
also possible in on-site teaching. However, as a result of the current large number
of students, analog equivalents are hardly affordable. A professor can ensure per-
sonalized learning for a student group of 10, but this is impossible for 500 students.
Methods such as the inverted classroom format can create opportunities for a more
intensive exchange between professors and students.
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Digital technologies are used in many fields, and they are not sparing higher
education. As a result, it is not a matter of whether they will be applied, but rather
how they can be applied sensibly for the benefit of all students. That means it is not
an either-or question, digital or analog, but a matter of successful hybrid formats. It is
long overdue that higher education institutions use the opportunities of digitalization
purposefully and strategically to address current and future challenges proactively.

Digitalization can thus be understood and used as a means for modernizing teach-
ing, research, third mission and higher education institutions’ administration to suc-
cessfully deal with the increasing heterogeneity of students, to manage the trend of
academization and to provide individual support despite large numbers of students.
Digitalization also contributes to modernization in terms of general technological
measures such as infrastructure (Wi-Fi) that are (or should be) implemented in all
higher education institutions as part of a “digital mainstreaming.”

FOCUSING INSTITUTIONAL IDENTITY: SHAPING ONE’S MISSION AND

PROFILE WITH DIGITALIZATION

Digitalization can be used for modernization in the sense of (better) mastering exist-
ing challenges. Going beyond that, however, higher education institutions can gain
competitive advantages by using digitalization to sharpen their missions and pro-
files. Appropriate strategies for the digital age tie the institution’s identity directly to
its digital offerings. If, for example, continuing education is an area the institution
chooses to focus on, it can be enhanced by digital courses and increase its reach sig-
nificantly. While modernization through digitalization is compulsory, developing an
institutional identity through digitalization is optional.

Higher education institutions can and should use the opportunities presented by
digitalization to attain their desired profile and the portfolio of offerings that they
are aiming for. Thus they can better reach the intended target groups and achieve the
strategic development goals they have defined. This potential can only be realized if
higher education institutions link digitalization to their strategy – that is, the achieve-
ment of their overarching goals and the means to achieve them. Consequently, as
noted earlier, it is essential for university leaders to act as a driving force.

The following German and international examples show some options of how
higher education institutions can shape their mission and profile in the area of teach-
ing. The examples illustrate how the technological possibilities of digitalization
can support various strategic directions. They also highlight possible unique selling
points. The examples demonstrate how the digital components shape or will shape
each institution’s identity. This can take place both on an overarching institutional
level and on the level of sub-units, such as individual faculties – as sub-units also
represent and enhance the image of the institution as a whole. Furthermore, mission
shaping is also conceivable as an effort across multiple institutions, for example in
associations of higher education institutions. In all three categories, higher education
leaders are responsible for setting up the necessary framework, for ensuring that the
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activities related to digitalization are strategically embedded, and for ensuring the
implementation of the institution’s strategy by digitalization.

The options for shaping institutional identity overlap in part not only in the
themes they address but also in how the technological means are used. Some courses
of development, missions and profiles would simply not be possible without digital-
ization, while others are merely strengthened by digitalization. The list of strategic
options is by no means exhaustive. The possibilities discussed are intended to serve
as examples and as food for thought.4

DIVERSITY-SERVING UNIVERSITY

With nearly 42,000 students, the University of Duisburg-Essen is one of the ten
largest universities in Germany. The university is situated in the middle of a region
that is undergoing an immense structural change. The university’s digitalization ac-
tivities are linked to the goal of enabling “non-traditional” students to successfully
complete their degrees. More than half of the students at the University in Duisburg-
Essen are “educational climbers” – a higher share than at any other university in
Germany (Universität Duisburg-Essen 2013). The young university defines itself as
a higher education institution that serves diversity – including a Vice Rectorate for
Diversity Management – and uses the technical possibilities of digitalization to meet
these ends (ibid.).

Consequently, the university’s development plan includes the target of imple-
menting e-learning elements in each course of study by 2020 (Liebscher et al. 2015;
Rektorat der Universität Duisburg-Essen 2015). The university’s main approach is
the development and establishment of blended-learning formats as a flexible solu-
tion for the key target group of students who, for non-academic reasons (e.g., family,
profession) are not able to be present at all classroom meetings. By means of al-
ternating phases of learning on-site and learning in digital learning environments,
flexible formats are created to meet this demand while simultaneously reacting to the
requirements that are relevant to the university’s student body.

The financial support received from the Qualitätspakt Lehre5 has been used to de-
velop a technical infrastructure that enables the use of blended-learning approaches
across the entire university (Universität Duisburg-Essen 2016). This includes, for ex-
ample, the introduction of a system that allows for computer-assisted exercises and
tests with direct evaluation of individually provided tasks as well as automated feed-
back (Goedicke 2016).

4 It should be noted that the examples have been selected based on the organizations’ external por-
trayal. These are purely conceptual examples, which are not based on empirical investigation. To
what extent the self-representations of the institutions reflect the reality is beyond the scope of this
paper.

5 Qualitätspakt Lehre is a quality pact for teaching. This funding line by the German Federal Ministry
of Education and Research, in cooperation with the states, aims to strengthen the role of teaching at
universities and universities of applied science, as well as art and music colleges (BMBF 2017).



250 Dr. Jörg DRÄGER et al.

As part of an economics module, a lecture with more than 700 participants was
extended by use of online tutorials, exercises and tests based on virtual feedback, as
well as a Moodle course, enabling students to learn independent of place and time.
The results of the project and the strategy process in general show that the use of
e-learning formats can motivate students, promote successful courses of studies, and
enhance the flexibility of studying (Berthold, Jorzik & Meyer-Guckel 2015).

CONTINUING-EDUCATION UNIVERSITY

The higher education consortium Virtual University of Applied Sciences (Virtuelle
Fachhochschule) is a multi-state association of universities of applied sciences that
offers accredited bachelor’s and master’s online study programs for profession-
als. The universities of applied sciences form a virtual network and have agreed
upon common curricula, and examination and study regulations. Students can freely
choose at which institution within the consortium they want to enroll and take their
examinations. Online support and on-site seminars are both managed according to
unified standards.

The virtual consortium offers flexible courses of study, particularly for the in-
creasing group of professionals with limited time. In doing so, the increasing need
for life-long learning in addition to a career is met alongside simultaneously enhanced
demands (“industry 4.0”, “knowledge society”). The universities participating in the
program thus make the field of continuing education a more prominent part of their
profile. Beyond the online study programs, the members of the consortium also of-
fer their on-site students the opportunity to take modules from the range of online
courses (idw 2001).

OPEN-ADMISSIONS UNIVERSITY

Arizona State University, with nearly 80,000 students and 300 study subjects, is the
largest campus-based university in the United States. Its strategic goal, similar to the
University of Duisburg-Essen, is to enable all students, including those from non-
academic backgrounds, to complete their degree programs successfully. To meet its
goal, Arizona State University starts at admissions. The university has introduced a
far-reaching policy of openness: as part of its Global Freshman Academy any person
anywhere in the world may participate in its introductory classes free of charge, with
no admission tests or access restrictions. These classes are equivalent to the first year
of college, and the credits are fully transferable to the regular courses of study. Final
admission is determined by the students’ achievement in the online courses. There is
little risk for students; no tuition fees are due until after successful completion of the
examinations, and the costs of less than $6,000 for the first year of study are moderate
by American standards (Dräger & Müller-Eiselt 2015).

The University is not afraid of on-site studies being crowded out by the online
offerings. Quite the contrary: the University expects the digital introductory year for
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everyone to be positive marketing and attract new target groups, particularly “non-
traditional” and international students (ibid.).

THE GUIDANCE UNIVERSITY

The increasingly heterogeneous student body has varying needs concerning teach-
ing and learning. Digitalization of teaching makes it possible for the contents to be
tailored to meet individual styles, spaces and goals in learning, as well as to give
immediate feedback or to systematically use peer-learning elements.

In addition to personalization at the level of the individual contents of learn-
ing, analysis of student data also offers the possibility of recommending courses, or
of finding indicators that point toward whether or not a student will pass a course.
This is the approach taken by Austin Peay State University in Clarksville, Tennessee
(ibid.). With its “Degree Compass”, the University has created a system for course
recommendations that offers suggestions for courses best matching the student’s abil-
ity based on the student’s previous performance, as well as on the results of fellow
students in previous years. In this manner, the system recommends courses that the
student is most likely to pass, and thus makes successful graduation more probable.
This is both an opportunity and a risk. On the one hand, the risk of dropping out is
minimized, but on the other hand, there is a risk that students will blindly rely on the
recommendations and no longer follow their own interests.

Using appropriate systems allows for identification of students who are most
likely to fail several courses and who are therefore at greater risk of dropping out.
These at-risk students can, for example, benefit from student counselling to identify
their individual difficulties and prevent dropping out at a later stage. Personalization
as a means of shaping university’s identity always entails the difficulty of maintaining
a balance between protecting an individual’s opportunities for personal development
on the one hand and using the possibilities of big-data analysis to improve the prob-
ability of successfully completing a course of study on the other. At the same time, it
is important to find means of utilizing student data that fit appropriately with the idea
of data sovereignty6 .

WORKING WITHIN UNIVERSITY CONSORTIA

While the collective action of the Virtual University of Applied Sciences (see
CONTINUING-EDUCATION UNIVERSITY, above) primarily uses online study pro-
grams to create a flexible educational model, the Bavarian Virtual University
(Virtuelle Hochschule Bayern), a consortium of Bavarian universities and universities
of applied sciences, is taking a different approach. The multi-university platform en-
ables on-site students enrolled at a Bavarian university to take part in the high-quality

6 For a possible multi-dimensional approach to the subject, see “Rethinking Privacy Self-
Management and Data Sovereignty in the Age of Big Data. Considerations for Future Policy
Regimes in the United States and the European Union” (De Mooy 2017).
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online courses offered by other universities free of charge and to have the credits
transferred to their home institution. The development of courses is done collabora-
tively within the consortium. Following a two-step process, all universities within the
consortium are invited to propose new courses. After the members have contractually
agreed to recognize these courses, the consortium then decides which course produc-
tion will be supported. With this approach, cross-university division of labor in terms
of enlarging and extending the offerings of in-person courses is sensibly supported
by digitalization. The appeal of higher education is also improved by course formats
that are spatially and temporally flexible (Hochschulforum Digitalisierung 2016).

Online teaching consortia can also help to retain niche subjects, since not all
courses have to take place at a particular university; instead, online courses can also
be used by other universities.

THE SOCIALLY-ORIENTED UNIVERSITY

In order to enable public access to academic knowledge, the cross-university initia-
tive Hamburg Open Online University develops online learning formats that are open
to everyone. With this approach, the state’s institutions of higher education are meet-
ing the demand for open educational resources. Simultaneously, the initiative offers
interested citizens the opportunity to take part in interdisciplinary project teams and
contribute to the conception and creation of publications. Hamburg’s six public higher
education institutions aim to strengthen their profile as regionally networked actors.
Simultaneously, they position themselves in the field of opening up higher education
for new target groups. The initiative also strengthens the city of Hamburg in its role as
a center of science and digitalization (Hamburger Zentrum für Universitäres Lehren
und Lernen 2016). Such an initiative can also be connected to the third mission.

THE CREDENTIALING UNIVERSITY

An extreme case, for which there is not yet a comprehensive example in reality but
which could nevertheless become possible with digital approaches, would be a purely
credentialing university. An institution of this type would specialize in auditing skills
gained informally online and transforming these into university credits, or to compile
credits that were collected in online seminars of other universities to form a recog-
nized university degree. Such an institution could develop flexible models that enable
students to convert ECTS points which they already obtained, to accumulate them, or
to gain credit for tested skills and bundle these into a university degree.

Such institutions of higher education would require neither their own professors
nor their own campus. However, with this altered model of a university, personal in-
teraction as a key element in the processes of learning and development would be lost.
For that reason, it would likely be a niche model, which could only be used for partic-
ular target groups. For the majority of first-generation students this model of a purely
credentialing university would not really be an option, because this target group, in
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particular, benefits greatly from intensive personal, and in-person interactions with
teachers and advisors on their path to successfully completing their degree.

This type of institution does not yet exist in Germany. Given the current state
of German regulation of higher education, it would also not be realizable. However
in other countries, it would be possible. In the United States, Western Governors
University offers a mixture of credentialing and teaching skills. Existing skills can be
recognized by examination. The additional skills needed for a degree can be gained
in online courses (WGU 2016; Dräger & Müller Eiselt 2015).

A UNIVERSITY SPECIALIZING IN DIGITAL TEACHING SUPPORT

In addition shaping one’s mission and profile via study programs, entirely new pos-
sibilities open up for a higher education institution to make a name for itself in of-
fering support structures for digital teaching and learning. Teachers need technical
and didactic support to implement digital teaching, and not all higher education in-
stitutions provide this kind of assistance and support. Organizations offering help
with the production and pedagogical implementation of digital teaching could be-
come another opportunity for shaping one’s profile. A fully-owned subsidiary of the
Lübeck University of Applied Sciences, “oncampus GmbH”, has specialized in offer-
ing part-time online distance-learning study programs and online continuing educa-
tion courses in Germany, as well as supporting instructors in creating these courses.
In addition, the organization has introduced the opportunity for interested instructors
to create MOOCs, which are then offered on the platform “mooin.” At the end of
some courses, it is possible to take an examination at partner institutions, meaning
students can obtain ECTS points for these MOOCs (on campus 2016).

CONCLUSION

In a diverse higher education system, not all institutions will rely on digitalization to
the same extent or in the same way – but in the medium term no higher education
institution will be able to manage without them. Digitalization is changing higher
education institutions. It enables them to handle existing challenges – and to find
entirely new ways of reaching their development goals. While modernization by dig-
italization is certainly necessary, it is up to higher education institutions to go further
and link digitalization closely to their institutional identity and use it to enhance their
mission and profile.

Higher education institutions that understand more quickly and more convinc-
ingly than others how to utilize digitalization to serve their general strategy have
a great opportunity to use the benefits of digitalization for their overarching goals.
However, it is inevitable that some institutions will run into dead ends during this
innovation process.

In the long term, advantages will accrue to higher education institutions that ac-
tively shape the process of transformation instead of just observing it passively. In
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order to use digital media systematically and holistically, higher education institu-
tions need strategies for the digital age. The conception and implementation of such
a strategy cannot simply be delegated to special representatives for e-learning, to the
directors of computing centers or to CIOs. Higher education leaders must promote
the development and implementation of an adequate and stringent strategy, while
cooperating with institutional stakeholders.

Last, but not least: The options for shaping one’s institutional identity discussed
above show a remarkable positive effect, when looked at as a whole. Through digital-
ization, teaching regains a place in the strategic focus of higher education institutions.
The design of teaching was, for a long time, more the individual concern of professors
and seldom consciously used as a means to shape the profile of higher education in-
stitutions. The reputation of an institution has mainly been determined by its research
and in parts by the content of its course offerings, but not by its teaching methods.
Higher education institutions such as Maastricht University with its problem-based
learning, remain the exception (University Maastricht 2016). It is to be welcomed
that digitalization and the related options to shape mission and profile contribute to a
clear appreciation of teaching.

Table 1: Overview of options how to shape university’s missions and profiles

PROFILE PARAPHRASED

KEY ASPECT OF

THE PROFILE

EXAMPLE PRIMARY

TARGET

GROUP

APPROACH

Diversity-
serving uni-
versity

“We carefully
consider students’
backgrounds and
needs.”

University of
Duisburg-Essen

“Non-
traditional”
students

Flexible formats for stud-
ies, blended-learning ap-
proach in the breadth of
courses of studies.

Continuing-
education
university

“We enable flex-
ibly scheduled
coursework.”

Virtual Univer-
sity of Applied
Sciences

Professionals Mainly online study pro-
grams, a higher-education
association reaches critical
mass.

Open-
admissions
university

“Potential stu-
dents obtain ac-
cess to higher
education on a
trial basis with-
out an entrance
examination.”

Arizona State
University

People from
non-academic
backgrounds
who are in-
terested in
university
studies

Digital introductory year
without limitations in ac-
cess: entry-level classes
are available free of
charge, credits for on-
line courses count towards
a university degree (exam-
ination fees)

The guidance
university

“We prevent
dropping out and
ensure successful
studies.”

Austin Peay
State University

Prospective
students who
are success-
oriented or
risk-averse

Analysis of data to en-
hance students’ academic
success and orientation
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PROFILE PARAPHRASED

KEY ASPECT OF

THE PROFILE

EXAMPLE PRIMARY

TARGET

GROUP

APPROACH

Working
within uni-
versity con-
sortia

“Whoever comes
to us has access
to an extensive
set of program
offerings.”

Bavarian Vir-
tual University

Students
at member
universities

Production of online
courses (cooperation
among member institu-
tions) with mutual guaran-
tee of recognition

The socially-
oriented
university

“Students, in-
structors and
citizens learn
from researching
together.”

Hamburg Open
Online Univer-
sity

Members of
society with
interest in
academic
issues

Open, collaborative learn-
ing platform for all public
higher education institu-
tions in Hamburg

The cre-
dentialing
university

“We certify your
knowledge and
your skills.”

To date, no
example exists
in Germany. In
the USA, first
efforts have
been made,
e.g., at Western
Governors
University.

Students who
have gained
knowledge
and skills
(e.g., via on-
line courses)
but have no
certification
or formal
degree

1.) Online examinations
of previously acquired
knowledge and skills, con-
version into certificates
that are recognized at the
higher education institu-
tion
2.) Bundling of online
course offerings (e.g.,
MOOCs) into structured
curricula and recognized
degrees

A university
specializing
in digital
teaching
support

“We support
professors in
implementing
online courses.”

oncampus
GmbH

Professors
and other
instructors

Support structures for
digital teaching
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